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Thanks be to God. | am the arch bishop of Nebraska.
(Applause-laughter) There is no other bishop there so | can
call myself that.

Butyou'll noticeasyoulook at my col leaguesup onthe
plat form that all the clergy shirts are gone. They're at the
laundry. There' sasong by WillieNel son, “ Sunday Morning
Coming Down,” hasalinein it that some of you know and
prob ably have ex peri enced thisweek. If not yet, maybeto
morrow, where he says, “sometimes you go and find the
cleanest dirty shirttoputon.” Sol’mwear ingmy shirt again
today.

| praise God, | thank God, for the priv i lege of being a
part of thewor ship ser vicethismorning and thank all of you
who have been promising to pray and hold me up to Godin
prayer for this hour.

Buenosdias.

Buenosdias.

Goodmorning.

Good morning.

Bon dia

Bon dia.

Anyo haseyo.

Anyo haseyo.

Guten morgen

Guten mor gen.

Abari asebui.

Abari asebui.

Inakuana.

Ina kuana.

Holy tee chuk mu.

Holy tee chuk mu.

Dubroi dutro.

Dubroi dutro.

Themorning greet ing wasspo kenin Spanish and Eng
lish, Portugueseand K orean, Ger manand Swahili, Choctaw
andRussia. Withvaryingdegreesof adequacy inpronunci a
tion, to be sure. But think for amo ment with me this morn-
ing, about the lands and the people, the cultures and the
histories represented by the persons who speak those lan-
guages among us this week. Have you caught your self this
week inlegislativecommitteeorinthehall waysor hereon
the floor us ing the word “we?’ Who is we? Some of our
speakers from time to time have made references, in the
course of the week, that presupposed that we are a U.S.

church rather thanwhoweare—aglobal com munity of faith
with nearly global representation but certainly a commit
ment to global missionand avi sion of all of God’ speopleas
we seek to be faith ful to Je sus Christ.

Dr. Justo Gonzalez re minds usin one of hisbooksthat,
whileitistruethat the nationsneed the gospel, itisalso true
that the gos pel needs the nations. Gonzéal ez makes the point
that thefull ness, thecath olicity of thegospel ismademani-
festonly asitisex pressed and shared by all of God' speo ple,
inall of God's cul turesthrough out the earth.

CharlesWesley, one of those who taught usto sing and
challenged us to sing God's grace, longed to have many
tongues to sing the great Re deemer’s praise. So he wrote,
“Oh for a thousand tongues to sing my great Redeemer’s
praise, the gloriesof my God and King, the tri umphs of his
grace!” No hymn of the Wesleyan movementsummarizes
better the joyful, grateful spirit which inspires bound-
ary-crossingministry, bor der transcending mission, among
United Meth odiststothisvery day. Anditisaswehavebeen
faith ful to the great com mission and itsre-state ment in the
18" cen tury by John Wesley, “theworldismy par ish,” that
we have been blessed by the sing ing of the theme of gracein
more and more languages throughout the world. Dr.
Gonzélez' asser tionthat thegospel inthenations, about the
gos pel and the nations, ech oesthe ear li est strug glesinthe
churchandit’ sreflectedinitspri mary doc u ment such asthe
let ter tothe Ephesians.

Ephe siansisin some waysis one of the ear |i est com-
men tar ies about thethe ol ogy inthe church. Wemight seeit
asasummary of Paulinetheol ogy datingtothat last decade
of thefirstcentury. Theparticularreadingfromchapter 2this
morn ing, which was shared with you—there aretwo im por-
tant af fir mationsthat are at the cen ter of the early church’s
struggle. First, you do not haveto be come aJew to becomea
Christian be cause something so new andradi cal ishap pen
inginJesusChristthat theprevi ouscat egoriesand bar ri ers
nolonger definethefuture. But also, that you, thechurch, we
together, arenothinglessthanthedwell ing, thelivingtemple
of God' spresenceintheworld.

Earlier in the letter in Ephesians, especially the first
chapter, the emphasis is on the individual and the cosmic
dimensions of Christ’s mission, but now, in the second
chapter, the focus is on the social community. It centerson
the community called church and on its mission and ministry
to the nations, to Gentiles. It uses social-political categories
like citizensand aliens and strangers and commonweal th and
members of the household. But, more importantly, it
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underscores the theme of covenant as the underlying central
idea, which explains Israel and explains us. Ephesians
theology of the power of Christ that unites al things in
heaven and on the earth is a theology of grace, unbounded
grace, universal grace that reaches the whole cosmosthat is
at work everywhere, everywhere.

Begin ning with chap ter two, the grace of Godin Je sus
Christ is de scribed by the writer to the Ephe sians with the
power to unite, to bring to gether peo plein com mu nity, both
Jew and Gen tile, be cause both Jew and Gen tile, both slave
andfree, bothwomenand men—inall thecat egoriesyoucan
imagine—all needed Jesus Christ equally. Both Jew and
Gentile havebeen blessed by the same Spirit. And, thewriter
says, thosenear and those distant from thetradi tion of Abra:
hamandM o sesand Sarahand Miriamhavebeenreconciled,
brought to gether in one body, the body of our Lord Je sus
Christ.

Our theme of General Conference this year has been
“WeWho Are Many Are One Body.” My col leagues pre vi-
ous to this morning have been lifting up the call to unity
among us. They have re minded us that while we cel e brate
our diversity, we are called to affirm our unity in Jesus
Christ. They have urged usnot to de spair in our dif fer ences
but to em bracethem and grow stron ger and moreuni fied, not
by insistingonuni for mity, but throughtheof fering of our di-
verse gifts to the ser vice of the one Lord who has gifted us
through the one Spirit and marked us through the one bap-
tism. Our di versegiftsdo en hanceand enrich and deepen our
under stand ing—~but al so our prac tice—of the gospel. They
do not di minishit or threaten it, my sistersand broth ers. Is
there any per son from whom you have noth ing to learn? Is
there any per son from whom you have no gift to re ceive?
Any group? Any nation? Any race? Any cul ture?

Dr. James Cone has written and spoken eloquently
about thestrug glesof Af ri can-Amer i can peo ple. He hasof-
fered powerful theologi cal insightsfromthere-reading of
thegospel fromtheBlack ex peri ence. Nearly 15yearsagohe
wroteof thechal lengefacing peopleof colorincomingtothe
tableof trust and di alogue, and | quote: “In our ef fortsto ac-
centour particularities,wemust becareful nottolimit Godto
them or to remain en closed in them our selves’ (JamesH.
Cone, For My People, NY; Orbis, 1984).

Cone reminds us that assert ing our unique giftedness
should not blind usto thevari ety of God' sgiftsinothers, es
pecially inthosemost victimized by racismand ex clu sion.
We are not whole with out the gifts of all!

Let me put it an other way: Does Mother Teresa of Cal-
cutta belong only to the European culture where she was
born or the Roman Catholic tradition where she was nur-
tured? Does she not belong to all of us? Do not many of you
here claim her asyour spir i tual guide? Mar tin Lu ther King
Jr., doeshespeak only to the Af ri can-Amer i can peo pleand
out of the Black Bap tist tradi tion? Does he not teach us all?
Does he not belong to the whole of God’'s people? Oscar
Romero, doeshebelongtotheCentral Ameri canpeopleand
theRoman Catholictradi tion? Of course! He' srootedthere,
but heal so belongstothewholeChristianfamily. Why dowe

claim peo ple like those and oth ers, who are very dif fer ent
fromusinex peri enceand raceandlo cation?Isit only be-
cause they cross political borders or because they travel
widely or wrote many books?Not really. They spent most of
theirministryinparticular settings, addressing specificchat
lengesinthe placeswherethey were set. But it wasrather the
depth of their love and the breadth of their vi sion that broke
through thelan guage and the cul tureand theracial bar ri ers
and draws us to them as broth ers and sis terswhom we love
and re spect and learn from. It was their faith ful nessin the
place where they were set to the baptismal covenant—the
one bap tism—that made them bound ary-crossing saintsin
ministry way beyond their timeand space. If baptismisour
commissioning into mission, then it is by implication the
global izing sacrament. It makesussister and brother to the
wholefamily of God. Y ou see, therearelo cal gath er ings of
Christians, but nolo cal Christians. Teresa, and Mar tin, and
Os car—all un der stood and lived thisout in their life. They
showed ustheway tolarger worlds; their liveschal lenged us
out of isolationintoencountersbeyondthewallsandbarri ers
that seem sometimessoim penetrableandsolimiting.

Over the last five years | have worked to support En-
coun ter with Christin Latin Amer i can and the Carib bean.
Thisisanini tiativetojoin handswith our brothersandsisters
intheLatin Ameri canchurchinseizing missionop por tu ni-
tiesfor wit nessingto JesusChrist fromtheMex i canbor der
to Tierradel Fuego, from Chile to the islands of the Carib-
bean. | havesoughttoraisefunding, and I’ vetriedto bepres
ent and tried to be encour aging of theini tiative. But what
have | received? Part of the gifts shared with me-among
many gifts-one: therecur ring storiesof thefaith ful and cow
rageouswit nessof thechurchwhendictator shipsof theright
or theleft have sought to si lence the voices of those who de-
fend hu man rights. The church of the Meth od ist family in
LatinAmericaandtheCaribbeanhasrefusedtobesi lentand
has risked itslife for the poor and the In dian and the Black
andthestreet chil drenandthenobodiesof that conti nent, and
weneedtoloveand ap preci atethat church.

What gifts of God, not in dol lars, but in grace or hours,
whenwedareto ven ture beyond thebound ary!

Joan Puls, in her book Ev ery Bush Is Burning, reflects
insightfully about her own personal ex peri ence of bound
ary-crossing when shewrites, and | quote, “ Those who love
cross boundaries and histories, heritages and careers. We
livelimitedlivesuntil we crossover into the con creteworld
of another country, another cul ture, an other tradi tion of wor
ship. History comesaliveandwhatisfor eignbecomesfamit
iar. Under standingandappreci ationgrow. | haveleftforever
asmall worldtolivewiththeten sionsand ten der mer ciesof
God’ slarger family.”

Isnot thiswhat conferencingin Cleveland thisweek and
last hasbeen about?Havewenot been ex peri encingboththe
ten der mer ciesand theten sionsof God’ slargeand di verse
family?

The tender assurance that we're in one another’s
prayers?
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The tension of multiple and competing visions for a
globa church?

Themercy of anaf fectionatehand shakeand hug by new
friends from distant places?

The tensions of principled debate where discernment
does not a ways lead to con sen sus but to vot ing and to per-
ceivedwinnersand per ceivedlosers?

Themercy of thehopeful enthu si asm of youthwho see
visions and the reassuring witness of elders who have
dreamed dreams and are still dream ing them among us?

We are God' sfamiily, called to en coun ter, in vited be-
yond the familiar and the known to participate fully—as
Ephesianswouldex pressit—asciti zens, nolonger asaliens;
asmem bersof theonecov enantfamily, nolonger asstrang
ers.

Ephesiansfur ther af firmsinthat sec ond chap ter that all
social/politi cal/racia/cul tural categoriesarerelativizedfor
ever by thecat egory of covenant. Cov enant.Impli cationsfor
us? Skin color and racial cat egory do not di minishor en
hanceour sacredworth. God’ screativeact does. Green cards
andvi sasand passportsdonot confer or deny humandignity.
God doesthat. Nei ther doesgen der; nei ther doessex ual ori-
entation, nor physi cally or mentally chal lenging condi tions.
Folks, broth ersand sisters, United Meth od istsfrom around
the world, we are part of one diaspora, originating in the
Gar denof Eden,if youwill,ororigi natinginSouthernAfrica
fromonesinglefemale. Asyouwill, weareonefamily. Una,
unafamilia.

Thegospel callsustolargecommit ments. It chal lenges
every small attachment by enlarging the boundary of our
commu nity until itin cludesev ery singleone of God’ schil-
dren. | am hereto day be cause somebody, somebody, loved
the prom ises of the gos pel more than their se cure and com-
fort ablecir cum stances. Some body had to crossabound ary
in history to reach my maternal grandmother in northern
Mex icointhelate 1870s. Thefam ily em braced the gos pel
preached by the Meth odists. Shewasbaptized and by and by
immigrated to the United States at the turn of the century.
Shewould later marry intothe Roman Cath olictradi tion of
her husband, baptizeall her chil dreninthat tradi tion,andlive
thelife of ashare crop per’ swifein south central Texas. But
she returned to the Methodist fold of her child hoodthree

yearsbeforeher death, justintimefor my mother--one of her
two children who joined her, at La Trinidad, Iglesia
Metodista en Seguin, inmem ber ship. Andtwo yearslater the
baptismal watersweresprinkledover measshehadreceived
so many years before, across the border and beyond the
boundary.

My grand mother wasborn poor. Shewasanim mi grant
in aland domi nated by an other cul ture, an other language,
and dif fer ent ways of life. She had to sur vivein the midst of
circumstancesslightly aboveindenturedser vi tude. Shelived
out her hopesand her dreamsin the midst of pov erty and rac-
ism and exile from the home of her child hood. But in the
midst of all of that, the church of JesusChrist contin uedto of-
fer the gos pel of grace, the gos pel that we preach about and
teach about, and we read about this morn ing. And she was
taught the songs of the faith, and we learned them, and she
had the sup port of acom mu nity, inalan guageand acon text
and astylethat af firmed who shewas. Shedid n’t haveto be-
come any body else. She was fully amem ber of the body of
JesusChrist. Shewassustainedonthejour ney. Sol cel ebrate
this church, my grandmother’s church. She loved this
church, and she sang some of itshymnsto medur ing thefirst
11 months of my life be fore she died. She never went to an-
nual confer ence. Shenever votedtoelectbishopsatjurisdic
tional conference. She never sat where you sit. But she
believedin Je sus Christ, the power of Christ to re deem and
unite and bring life anew. She was blessed by the church.

But the church was also blessed by my grandmother.
Shegavethischurch gifts, just likeyou have giftsto of fer. Se
gave this church the ca pac ity to weep and laugh with poor
peo ple. Shechal lenged it to speak in new |an guages and ac-
cents. Sheshared withitthereal ity of cul tural waysand val-
ues that were different--not superior or inferior--but
dif fer ent from those of themajor ity. My grand mother was
one of the Gentiles.

Sothismorning, | say, Thank you, Paul. Thank you, ed -
tor of the Ephesian let ter. Thank you, saints of all the ages
who preservedthelet ter tothe Ephesians. Thank you, United
Methodists, for beingwill ingtoliveinlarger boxes—oneof
our speak ersal ludedtoearly inthisGeneral Conference—to
hold larger visions, and to dare to journey across all the
boundariesandtowardthewider hori zon of thereignof God.
Amen.



